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Chairman Daley and members of the ;louse Commerce Committee: 

Good morning. My name is Elam Herr, and I am the assistant executive director 
for the Pennsylvania State Association of Township Supervisors. Thank you for the 
opportunity to appear before you today on behalf of the 1,455 townships in Pennsylvania 
represented by the Association. 

Townships comprise 95 percent of the Commonwealth's land area and are home 
to nearly 5.4 million Pennsylvanians - 42 percent of the stare's population. These 
townships are very &verse, ranging from mral communities with fewer than 200 
residents to more populated communities with populations approaching 70,000 residents. 

H!3 795 would authorize local governments to electronically publish legal notices 
in place of newspaper advertisements. The Governor's Center for Local Government 
Services would maintain a list of the names of all websites used by local governments for 
this purpose, including a link to access them. We believe that the Internet provides a 
reasonable option to the current legal advertising requirements, w o ~ ~ l d  decrease the cost 
of advertising, and would reach more residents more quickly than newspapers of general 
circulation. 

Currently, Pennsylvania's local governments must publish a large number of legal 
advertisements including public meeting notices, ordinances, the budget, and annual 
financial reports. Other items that require advertisement are requests for bids or 
proposals for the purchase of supplies, services, or construction; the sale of real or 
personal property; and any proceeding requiring public notification in accordance with 
the Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code. The required advertisements are 
necessary to inform the public of the actions of the municipality and to promote open 
government. 

The number of legal advertisements placed each year and the amount spent on 
advertising varies by type and size of the local government entity. For example, a small, 
rural township may only need to advertise its public meetings, the budget, the audit 
report, and a iew bid proposals each year. On the other hand, a larger, more densely 
populated municipality would need to advertise the same item. :IS the smaller township, 
but would likely have quite a larger number of bid proposals, as well as ordinances, and 
numerous hearings on zoning and other land use issues. 

According to the May 2006 Report by Penn State-Hanisburg, Cost Savirzgs 0 7 2  

Mandatory Legal Advertising by Local Gover-rznzent Entities, local governments spend 
more than $26 million annually on required lcgal advertising. In fact, the City of 
Philadelphia paid close to $4 million in newspaper ads during 2005. The average annual 
expenditure for legal advertisements depends on the size and location of a local 
government and may range fi-om a few hundred dollars to tens :>f thousands of dollars. 

Currently, local governments must place legal ads in paid daily or weekly 
newspapers of general circulation. Legal advertisement rates for daily and weekly 



newspapers vary from region to region and can be very expensive. Generally, the cost of 
a four-inch advertisement varies from $SO to $300, but can range even higher as each 
newspaper sets its own legal advertisement rates. Budget and ordinance advertisements 
may cost about $800 each and meeting adveltisements may cost $140. 

Also, legal advertisements in subscription newspapers may not be the best way to 
inform residents of necessary information. The number of people who regularly read the 
legal section of the newspaper watching for ordinances and special meeting 
announcements may not represent a significant percentage of the total population of the 
township. 

There are those who argue that authorizing local governments to place 
advertisements on the Internet will decrease public access to information. This 
contention is unfounded. HB 795 requires that municipalities notify the public by legal 
notice that advertisements will be posted electronically, provide locations where the 
Internet may be accessed to review the municipal website, and include contact 
information where the actual notice may be obtained. Furthermore, if newspapers are 
concerned that electronic postings will decrease public access to information, the 
newspapers may chose to print this information as news. 

Many townships currently maintain a website where residents can readily access 
up-to-date information relating to township business more quickly than can cul~ently be 
done through printed publications such as newspapers. A large number of these 
townships also posl. their entire meeting schedule for the upcoming year on their website. 
According to a survey conducted of our members this year, almost 70 percent of those 
who responded have their own website. This survey also found that, on averagc, 73 
percent of township residents have access to computers and/or online services. 

In closing, we believe that in addition to broadening the sources of available 
information, HB 795 would create competition for legal advertisements that could lead to 
lower prices, saving taxpayers money. We support any proposal that would allow more 
people to receive legal notices for a reduced cost to local governments, including 
advertising on local government websiles and in community papers of mass 
dissemination. 

Thank you for the opporlunity to comment today. I will now attempt to answer 
any questions that you may have. 
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Cost Savings on Mandatory Legal Advertising 
by Local Governmental Entities 

Statement of the Problem 

In order to provide the public with information about various government 
activities, Pennsylvania traditionally has required that legal notices be 
posted in designated newspapers. This requirement allows the public to 
keep abreast of vario~~s government actions and items of intel-est (Martin, 
2003). As a result, local governments arc forced to spend a significant 
amount of money on newspaper advertisements to publish infoimation on 
annual budgeting and financial reports, bids for supplies and equipment; 
governnlent contracts, adoption of ordinances and resolutions, and public 
meetings and hearings. However, printed media is not the only vehicle 
that government can use to post informlation. Some govelnnients at the 
state and local levels are providing information electronically via 
wcbsites; however, this method of distribution is neither standardized nor 
co~nprebensive (Ryan, 1995). 

According to Editor & Publisher, mauy newspapers are already adding 
public notices to their websites. In doing this, they hope to discourage 
amendments to the cnn-ent laws mandating that legal advertisements be 
placed in newspapers. They want legislatures to view such initiatives as 
insignificant and, in fact, a moot point. Additionally, several newspaper 
groups have foimed to create wehsites for public display of legal notices 
in an attempt to forestall 3 mandate requiring online legal notices (Robins, 
2002). 

Within this context, the Local Gove~nment Colnmissio~l has entered into a 
collaborative effort with the Pennsylvania House of Representatives 
Legislative Office for Research Liaison (LORI,) and the School of Public 
Affairs at the Pennsylvania State University Ha~~isborg  to determine: (1) 
the average dollar amount spent annually by local governmental entities 
on mandatory advertisements;' (2) whether a cost savings would be 
realized if these local governmental entities were permitted to post legal 
notices on websites rather than in newspapers; and if so, (3) an estimate of 
future potential savings for these entities. 

1 For purposes of this analysis. local governmental entities include municipalities, school districts, counties, active 
municipal authorities, including transit authorities, housing authorities, and redevelopnient authorities. 



In the fall of 2001 and ill 2002, the Judiciary Colnmittce of the 
Pennsylvania House of Repl-esentatives conducted hearings on the 
question of costs and practices of legal notice publication by local 
goverilmental entities. (See House Resolution 110, Printer's Number 
1219, of 2001.) According to Martin (2003), "The legislature's concerns 
about the costs and efkctiveness of its usual practices in statntory notice 
are not unique to Pennsylvania. Neal-ly half of all of the nation's states not 
only I-eviewed the venues required for statutory notice, b ~ ~ t  made changes 
in those laws during the past two years" (p. 42). 

One example of such a proposed change in law is in the state of New 
Jersey. lssenberg (2005) points out that the General Assembly (cquivalent 
of the Pennsylvania House of Representatives) approved a bill in 2004 that 
made it mandatory for the govelninent to post legal notices on county and 
municipal websites rather than in newspapers. New Jersey claiil~s that 
roughly $6-$8 million a y e a  would be saved by not publishing legal 
notices in print newspapers (Saba, 2004). Can Pennsylvania I-ealize a cost 
savings if it enacted a similar bill and, if so: to what lnagllitudc would this 
savings be? 

Context of the Problem 

The longstanding practice of posting public notices to inform the public of 
cerlain actions has been used by many governments. Since the very 
beginning of the nation, notices to the public via the printed media have 
been used by both the state and federal govel-nnients (Martin, 2003). The 
commo~lly used rationale for posting public or legal notices in newspapers 
is that the printed media is easily obtainable by both the government and 
the public. In addition, the newspaper format is a very stable medium 
when dealing with records and evidence (Martin, 2003). 

Legislation mandating public notification by the federal legislature first 
appeared in 1789. The Acts of the First Session of the first Congress 
required the Secretary of State to "publish in at least three of the public 
newspapers printed within the United States every bill, order, resolution, 
vote of the houses of Congress, as well as presidential objections of these 
actions so that the public might know what their government was doing" 
(Martin, 1999, p. 59). These notices, sometimes called legal nodces or 
legal advertisements, are also required by various statutes of state and 
local governments. In 1929, Act 587 (P.L. 1784) was enacted to require 



Pennsylvania and all of its local governments to publish legal notices in 
newspapers (Martin, 2003). 

Since the time of these mandates, society has experienced a multitude of 
technological advancements, one of which was the creation of the World 
Wide Web and the Internet. According to the website, 
www.internetworldstats.com, 68.1 % of households in the United States 
have access to the Internet and the growth rate of households that havc 
access to the Intemet was 113% from 2000 to 2005. Ii might seem a 
natural transition to now allow govelnnxental entities to publish legal 
notices on the Intemet rather than in newspapers as the Internet is easily 
accessible and available to most of the public. One could a]-gue that local 
govelumental entities would reach more constituents and reduce 
advertising costs, while those interested in such inforniation would no 
longer have to purchase newspapers fol- access. 

This issue is currently being addressed by many localities. In several 
instances, local and state governments are malcing the argument that a 
significant cost savings could be realized if they were not required to 
advertise in the printed media. According to supervisors of Racine 
County, Wisconsin, thc county could save S60,000 a year if it were to 
create an exemption to a state statute allowing it to fol-ego publishing 
public notices in a newspaper (Fitzgerald, 2003). New York's Rockland 
County has already made changes; it no longer requires that the full text of 
legal notices be placed in newspapers, bui rather that abbreviated 
newspaper notices be published and full-length notices be posted on the 
county's website. RocWand County reports that at least $157,000 was 
spent from 2000 to 2005 on advertising in newspapers, and it expects to 
realize a substantial cost savings (Outing, 2006). 

Exanlplcs can be given of state legislatures that havc recently challenged 
the status quo, including comprehensive legislation in several states that 
would effectively end or drastically reduce newspapcr advertising 
requirements. For purposes of illustration in Table 1, Michigan, 
Minnesota, and North Carolina already have passed such laws, although 
these particular statutes do not apply to all legal notices issued by all local 
governments statewide. Georgia and New Jersey each has a bill that has 
been passed by its House of Representatives. Of the remaining states, five 
(Delaware, Kansas, Kentucky, South Carolina, and Wisconsin) had bills 
that died in comniittee, and two (Louisiana and Vermont) have bills that 
are still in committee. 

The legislation in four of the states (Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, 
and South Carolina) requires that abbi-eviated newspaper legal notices be 
published directing the reader to their respective websites for details of the 
legal notices. The bills in Delaware and Georgia are also worth noting, as 



they 1-equire the crcation of a state website for the specific purpose or 
posting all legal aci\rcrLise~nents. 

While no legislation has been ol'licially introduced in Ohio, this state has 
created a task force, the Local Government Public Notice Task Force, to 
study the public notice requirements. The task force was established to 
determine if public notices are still needed and if there are othei- ways to 
fulfill the requirements, such as by the use of media or technology other 
than currently mandated. The task force is then to determine whether any 
changes to the curent revised code would enhance public availability and 
provide cost savings lo local govcmments.' 

The latest legislative efforts tend to target official notices posted by 
government, not those Ti-om private-sectoi- legal activity like small 
businesses compelled to publish annoinlcenlents of their incorporation. (It 
is not clear how much or the legal-notice business comes fl-om 
goveliliuents mandated to buy ads.) In the cases where statewide fiscal 
information is available (Kansas ancl New Jersey), the proponents claim 
that a significant cost savings could be realized. 

'The task force is comprised or22 members, including two rnen~bers from the State House, two members from the 
State Senate, a representative fl-om the governor's office, one other elected county officer, and one representative of 
a large daily newspaper. 



Table 1: Recent Public Notice ~e~is la t ion'  

Required or Requires 
I'artia15 or Optional Newspaper 

Bill Introduced Date of 1:ull Web Ad Ciling Bstinlated Cost 
State4 No(s). By Introduction Coverage Publicatioll URL Savings Currelit Status 

DE 98 Senate 2005 Full Required No NIA Died 

GA 833 House 2005 Partial Required No NIA Passed Iiouse, in Senate Cornmitree 

KS 20x5 House 2003 Full Oplional No $1.5 million6 Dicd 

KY 375 House 2005 Partial Required No S721,0501yr7 Died 

LA S House 2006 Partial Optional No $ 1 0 9 , 5 0 0 1 ~ ~  In House Committee 

MI 928 Senate 2004 Pa~tkal Optional Yes NIA" Signed into law (2004) 

MN 2270 House 2003 Partial Optional yes'' NIA Signed into law (2004) 

NC 425 Scrlale 2003 Partial Optional No NIA Signed into law (2003) 

NJ 2988 Assembly 2004 Full Optiollal Yes $6-8 million Passed Assembly, in Senate Committee 

SC 3626 House 2005 Full Optional Yes NIA Died 

VT 639 House 2005 Partial Opliorlal No NIA In House Committee 

WI 35 Assembly 2005 Pull Optional No NIA Died 

A special note of appreciation is extended to Jason Christie (Vice-Presidenl of E-notices.corn). Dr. Shannon Martin, and the National Conference of State 
12egislatures for assistance in researching recent public notice legislalion. 

T h s  table does not include an exhaustive list o l  states with recent legal advertising via web legislation; it is provided for illuslsalive purposes. 
Partial coverage means Ulai only certain types of public notices, types of local governments, or geographic regions of the state are covered in the bill. 
According to the Fiscal Notes for this bill. only cost savings would be realized by local governments. The Office of judicial Administration asserts that this bill 

will have no effect on any statc fund (Kansas Legislature Bill Information). 
' This bill would allow posting for municipalities. This estimate of cost savings is the combined estimate for cities and counlics (Kenlucky Lcg i~~ l l ivc  Rescarch 
Commission). 

There is an anticipated decrease in expenditures as discussed in the Legislative Auditor Fiscal Nole. This estimate was calculated by adding annual 
expenditures for the 2005 fiscal year (Legislalive Auditor Fiscal Note). 

According lo the Fiscal Notes, this bill will have no effect on local government revenue but could reduce local govcrnmcnl expendilures by an unknown 
amount (Michigan Legislature Bill Information). 
"'For the lirst six moliths. 



However, there are revel-a1 stakeholders that have vested interests if 
Pennsylvania were to propose such a mandate. The most obvious one, 
local newspapers, could lose revenue by the reduction or elimination of 
legal advertising. According to Issenberg (2005), legal notices al-e an 
$800 million industry, nationwide. Last year, the city of Philadelphia paid 
close to $4 million to inform citizens of its activity through newspaper ads 
(Issei~berg: 2005). Phil Goldsmith, former Philadelphia Managing 
Director, claims that the city buys more space iol- public notices than 
necessary (Issenberg, 2005). This speaks to a possible issue that those 
with a vested intei-est in the newspaper industry inay be veiy concerned 
with the potential loss of revenue. 

In addition to stakeholder considerations, thei-e may be potential 
unintended consequences of such an action. Some opponents may claim 
that municipalities which do not have websites would have to expend a 
significant amount of money to create and maintain these sites. For 
instance, Dan Simon, publisher of the Olaithe Daily News, claims that 
hosting websites could eat up any cost savings gained by not advertising in 
newspapers (Fitzgerald, 2003). If true, this would reduce or even negate 
the utility or amending legal advertising mandates. If such a mandate 
were to be amended, it might need to be implemented in a phased 
approach to allow local governmental entities without websites an 
opportunity to locate the capital required to develop their own site, locate 
a host site, or partner with other agencies that already have their own site 
(unless, of course, a state website is provided for legal advertising 
purposes). Another alternative would be to supplement website start-up 
costs with state monies. 

With the foregoing information in mind, the current project will engage in 
research to calculzzte an estimated dollar ainount of potential savings or 
losses to local governrnerital entities in Perlnsylva~~ia that would result 
from a change in legislation allowing agencies to post legal advertisemei~ts 
on websites rather than in newspapers. 

Methodology 

This study utilizes two surveys to gather pertinent information. The first 
is a mail survey of local governmental entities in Pennsylvania, pi-imarily 
conducted to determine the amount of money ciwe~ltly being speni on 
legal advertising costs. The survey was designed and adlninistered by the 
Local Government Co~nmission staff, with assistance from LORL, in 



February and March 2006. Questionnaires were mailed on February 26, 
2006, with a deadline for sublnission of March 20, 2006. Commission and 
LORL staff inputtecl data from the questionnaires via a temporary website 
established for this purpose through the generosity of the Legislative Data 
Processing Center. A template for inputting data utilizing demographic 
inforlnation from the Pennsylvania Department of Conmunity and 
Econoinic Development (DCED) was provided by LORL. Questionnaires 
returned after March 29,2006, were not included in the analysis. The 
questionnaire asked respondents to list the total amount of expenditures 
their entities incurred on legal advertising costs over the past three years. 
It also collected information on website availability, website construction 
costs, annual costs of website maintenance, and the preferred method of 
online legal advertising. A11 local governmental entilies in Pennsylvania 
were included in the study; a total of 56 cities, 962 boroughs, 91 first class 
townships, 1,456 second class townships, 66 counties, 501 school districts, 
1,547 active local authorities (e.g., sewer, water, parking, transit, and other 
local authorities), and 1 14 housing and redevelopment authorities were 
included for a total mailing of 4,793 A weelc before the 
questionnaire was mailed, I-espondents received a prenotification letter, 
prepared by the Local Government Commission, explaining the project 
and requesting cooperation. 

In addition to this survey, members of the research team contacted, by 
telephone, iwo state agencies and the seven local government associations 
that represent ~i~~~nicipalit ies,  counties, and nlunicipal authorities. These 
interviews were intended to establish estimates of website start-up 
expenses, annual maintenance costs, and member fees (annually andlor on 
a per advertisenlent basis), should the organization decide to provide legal 
advertising web services to local governmental entities within their 
purview. These respondents also received a prenotification lener one 
week prior to coneact. 

The data from these surveys provided the infoi~nation needed to conduct a 
costlbenefit analysis, or more specifically, to determine: (1) the average 
dollar amount spent annually by local governmental entities on mandatory 
advel-tisements; (2) whether a cost savings would be realized if local 
governmental entities were pernlitted to post legal notices on county and 
niunicipal websites rather than in newspapers; and if so, (3) an estimate of 
future potential savings for these entities. Survey results are presented 
below, along with a detailed analysis of the findings. 

" It was not feasible Lo select a sample of local governments; the effective sample size for each subgroup give11 a 
95% level of confidence and 25% predicted rate of respo~lse would have exceeded the actual population size. 
12 [:or purposes of this study, data sitbmitled by Philadelphia were illcluded under the category of "cities." 

S 



Results 

Over half of the local entities responded 10 the niailing; 2,608 of the 4,793 
questionnaires were returned for a response rate of 54%. This 1-emarkable 
level of cooperation exceeded our most optimistic expectations; LORL's 
previous experience with local government surve.ys predicted a much 
lowcr rate of rcsponsc (appi-oxiinatcly 2596). IIowcvcr, not all types of 
local governiliental entities were equally responsive. As shown in Table 
2, townships were the most responsive (62% and 65%), while authorities 
yielded the lowest rates or response (41% and 43%). 

Table 2: Response Rates by Local Government Subgroup 

Subgroup Total Population Total Returned Response Rate 

Second class townships 1,456 943 65% 

First class townships 91 56 62% 

Cities 56 34 61% 

Boroughs 962 572 59% 

School districts 501 28 1 56% 

Counties 66 37 56% 

Housing and 
redevelopment 
authorities 

Local authorities 1,547 636 41% 

Statewide 4,793 2,608 54% 



On the questionnaire; respondents were first asked to list the total amount 
of expenditures their organization incurred on legal advertising costs over 
the past three years.1' As Table 3 displays, there are substantial 
differences in total expenditures across local government subgroups. For 
instance, while each county spent an average of $164,213 on legal 
advertising costs over the past three-year period, individual local 
authorities only spent $13,099. 

There is also great variance in three-year expenditure totals within the 
subgroups themselves. This can be seen by examining the descriptive 
statistics in Table 3. For nlost of the subgroups, there is quite a large 
standard deviation, range, and gap between mean and median values. 
Upon further examination, the presence of sevel-a1 outliers (extraordinarily 
large values) was discovered in most of the subgroups. This is most likely 
linked to a number of related factors, including: (I) population, where 
local goveriin~ental entities with larger constituencies (e.g., Philadelphia 
City) spend more on legal advertising costs than those with smaller 
constituencies (e.g., Lock Haven City); (2) the number and size of 
advertisements; and (3) the costs of advertising in "big city" versus "small 
town" newspapers. 

. . " Respondents were told that "legal advertising cosls include publicatioil of meeting notices, public hearings, 
budgets, linancial statements and annual audits, ordinances and resolutions, and all other items that u e  required by 
law to be published in a newspaper of general circulation by a municipality, county. school or local authority, and by 
all offices, departments, boards, commissions and other divisions and branches of these entities.'' 



-- 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics: Three Year Cu~nulative Expenditures on 
Legal Advertising by Local Governme~lt Subgroup 

Expenditures on Legal Advertising in the Past T h e e  Years 

Standard Range of 
Subgroup Mean Meclian deviation vall~es 

Counties $164,213 $84,279 $177,936 $735,000 

First class townships $27,878 S21,784 $21,934 $96,558 

Cities $219,082 $20,305 $1,024,687 $6,007,435 

School districts $22,743 $15,566 $24,454 $250,895 

Housing and 
I-edevelopmcnt $26,722 $1 1,454 $65,932 $455,831 
authorities 

Boroughs $1 1,344 $4,545 S58,546 $986,435 

Second class townships $7,744 $3,232 $11,667 $109,000 

Local authorities $13,099 $1,279 $130,569 $2,756,868 

Statewide $17.219 $3,777 $140,445 $6,008,262 

Note. ljigures are rounded to the neal-?st whole dollar amount. 

One major purpose of this research is to determine the average dollar 
amount spent annually by local governmental entities on mandatory 
adveltisements. To account for the drastic differences between and within 
subgroups, the following steps were taken when ~ising the survey 
responses to calculate an estimate of statewide costs: (1) each local 
government subgroup was divided into four groups based on total 
pop~~lation;14 (2) the average three-year expenditure was calculated for 
each subgroup population category; (3) these mean values were used to 
estimate the total amount spent by all local governmental entities in that 
population categoly; and (4) estimates were totaled to arrive at a statewide 
estimate of legal advertising expenditures in the past three years. This 
process is further illustrated by Figure I .  Table 4 displays the total costs 

I4 Excluding authorities ivhich did not have population estimates. For these subgoups, the mean of the entire 
s u b ~ u u p  was used to project total expenditures in that subgroup. 



in each subgroup, as well as the statewide total. Overall, local authorities 
incurred the most legal advertising costs ($20,264,153), while first class 
townships incurred the least ($2,476,308). 

Figure 1: Calculating a Statewide Estimate of Cumulative Three Year Legal 
Advertising Expenditures 

Stcps E~amples Using hliddetown Borough (Dauphin Counly) 

1. Each governmental enlily that rssnondcd to 1 the survjy ha.  a figure,rep;esentingh kIs35,000 / cumillat~ve legal iuiverliaement expenditures 

2. Each type of governnlental entity is divided norov&;&re dwidcd inio rl>cloilouing goupr: 
Goup 1: Papulvrion = 21 to 9621, Group 2: Popvlarian =9622 to  19221, 

",to four g o u p s  haied on population. Qoup 3:Populurioo = 19222 ro 28821. Group 4: Popvliiriou =?8822 to 38420 
Middctow Borough hhnr ;i pop~tlation of 9242 rrsiiltolr andii placed in Group 1. 

avcr the past three years. - 
4. The  total t h r c o y e x  expenditure is 7 

3. The  niean lhree-year cxpcnditurc is 
calculated Tor each papuiat io~~ group of each 
gavernmenldl entity type. 

calculated for  each population g o u p  by Group 1 = 896 boroughs * $10,339 = $9,263,744 
multiplying the mean three-yem expenditure by 
the total number of governmental entities. 

5. Far each governrna~tal entity type, the told 
three year cnpcnditures of each g o u p  ure 

Boroughs = (896 " $10,339) + (28 * $28,856) + (4 

totaled. 
* $26,411) + (4*$102,523) = $10,587,511 

----)Group 1 = $10,339 

6. POT each goverti~ilecilal entity type, step 4is 
q e a t e d  lor governnrntalenrirics that a le  
-sing populatioliostinmtes. Thc rman 
threc-vcarexneodiiurc far the entire t.ouernmrnral 

__) Boroughs missing population e s h t s  = 
(30 boroughs * $11,344) = $340,320 1 

7. Pi~ures iro>nsieps 5 and 6ure s u m d  to 
produce a total three-year cvendituie e s t imtc  for 
each gouemncatal enriiy type. (These figures are t+ illen summd to prodlice s statcwidc total.) 

Boroughs = $10,587,511 + $340,320 = $10,927,831 



Table 4: Three Year Cumulative Expenditures on Legal Advertisements by 
Local Government Subgroup 

Expenditures on Legal Adve~tiseinents 

Subgroup (total number) Total 3 year expenditures Average amount per year 

Local authorities (1,547) $20,264,153 $6,754,718 

Counties (66) $1 1,176,283 $3,725,428 

School districts (501) $1 1,272,983 $3,757,661 

Boroughs (962) $10,927,831 $3,642,6 10 

Second class townships (1456) $10,765,459 $3,588,486 

Cities (56) $8,848,651 $2,949,550 

Housing and 
redevelopinent 
authorities (1 14) 

First class townships (91) $2,476,308 $825,436 

Statewide $78,777,976 $26,259,325 

Note. Figures are rounded to the nearest whole dollar amount. 

The ultimate research question of interest asks: Can a cost savings be 
realized if local governmental entities were permitted to post legal notices 
on websites rather than in newspapers; and if so, how much will this 
amount be? Obviously, the ainount of money local governlne~ltal entities 
would need to spend on website constluction and maintenance is an 
important consideration. The mail survey explores this issue by asking 
respondents: (I) whether they have a wehsite; and if so, (2) how much it 
cost to develop; and (3) how much it costs annually to maintain.'" 
Statewide, 43% of respondents claim to already have a website. However, 
this percentage varies across local government subgroups. Table 5 
displays these values, as well as the average wehsite construction and 
maintenance costs as reporled by those entities with websites. 

I 5  Respondents were instructed to "ii~clude, among other things, labor, purchase of domain name, costs for 
conslri~cting and maintaining website, cost of hosting service." 
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Table 5: Website Ownership and Costs by Local Government Subgroup 

Average annual 
Percent with Average cost to cost of wehsite 

Subgroup website constl-uct website maintenance 

School disl~icts 99% $7,334 $4,033 

Counties 97% $6,706 $4,605 

First class townships 75% $3,456 $2,338 

Housing and 
redevelopment 37% $3,411 $286 
authorities 

Second class tow~lships 34% $1,436 S572 

Local authorities 28% $3,232 $1,248 

Statewide 43% $3,458 $1,733 

Note. Figures are rounded to the nearesl percent or whole dollar amount. 

Taking these costs into consideration, local governmental entities in 
Pennsylvania conceivably would have saved about $70  nill lion in the past 
three years if legal advertising were done on iildividual local government 
websites rather than in newspapers. This figure was calculated by 
subtracting website construction costs and three-year maintenance costs 
(Table 5) for local governmental entities currently without websites, from 
the three-year legal advertising expenditures reported in Table 4.16 Table 
6 displays these cost savings by local government subgroup. 

~ ~ ~ 

These figurcs do not take into account any additional cosls of website expansion and maintetiance that may accrue 
as a result of legal adverlising activity by those entities that already have websites. Because these costs typically are 
incremental, they are difficult to ascertain. They are not included in the data and calculations provided in this report. 
One might reasonably conclude that these additional costs for expanding and niaintaining existing websites would 
not have a substantial impacl on the ovcrall cost savings to municipalities, in general, with regard to Internet 
advertising; howeveu, this cannot he stated categorically. 



Table 6: Possible Cost Savings from Legal Advertising 011 Individual Local 
Government Websites rather than in Newspapers, by Local Government 
Subgroup 

Possible Cost Savings 

Subgroup Total 3-yea]- savings Average savings per year 

Local aulhorities $16,659,961 $5,553,320 

Counties $1 1,135,241 $3,711,747 

School districts $1 1,175,818 $3,725,273 

Cities $8,672,644 $2,890,881 

Second class townships S7,736,387 $2,578,796 

Housing and 
redcvelopment 
authorities 

First class townships $2,235,498 $745,166 

Statewide $70,044,790 $23,348,263 

Nole. F~gures are rolindcd to the nearest whole dollar amount. 

Additional options for local governmental entities include allowing legal 
advertisement posting via websites maintained by state departments (e.g., 
DCED, Pennsylvania Department of Education (DOE)) or statewide 
associations (e.g., County Cornmissioners Association of Pennsylvania, 
Pennsylvania State Associalion of Boroughs, Pennsylvania State 
Association of Township Supervisors, Pennsylvania State Association of 
Township Commissioners, Pennsylvania League of Cities and 
Municipalities, Pennsylvania School Boards Association, Pennsylvania 
Municipal Authorities Association)." In an effort to assess expenses thal 
would be associated with this alternative, these agencies and associations 

17 More respondents favor utilizii~g statewide associations (56%) rather lhan state depaltmems (44%) for this 
purpose. 



were contacted individually by telephone.ls Information was requested for 
the purpose of estimating initial start-up costs that would be incurred by 
each association and DCED and DOE, annual costs for maintaining such a 
service, and if an annual fee would be charged to employ this service. 
While responses suggested willingness on the part of all of the 
associations to offei- their websites as an advertising alternative to theii- 
memberships, a clear estimale of costs associated with implementation and 
maintenailce of these services could not be gauged." A number of the 
associations and DOE suggested that more information would be 
necessary prior to making estiinates with any degree of certainty. As a 
result, cost savings that would result fi-om peimitting state departments or 
statewide associations to be an advertising alternative for inandated legal 
advertising by local authorities will require additional investigation. 
However, one can reasonably assume that the associated cost savings 
would not be less than, and would iuost likely be greater than, those 
esti~nated in Table 6 as each local government would not be required to 
own and maintain a website. 

Conclusion 

The following issues were addressed in the reseal-ch: (I)  the average dollar 
amount spent ann~~ally by local governmental entities on mandatory 
advem-tiseinents; (2)  whether a cost savings would be realized if local 
governmental entities were permitted to post legal noticcs on websites 
rather than in newspapers; and if so, (3) an estimate of future potential 
savings for local governmental entities. 

The data clearly suggest that, on average, local governmental entities 
possibly expend over $26 million on legal advertising per year. The data 
also suggest that there tnay be a substantial cost savings per year of 
approximately $23 million if local governmental entities were pernlittecl to 

18 DCED, DOE, and the municipal associations were informed by letler, dated February 17, 2006, atid signed by the 
executive directors of the Local Government Commission and LORL, that they would be contacted by the authors of 
this analysis and report. 
l9 Of the two slate departmenls and seven associations surveyed, only otle association was able to provide estimates 
for the i~nplementation and maintenatlce of providing website posting services for its membership. We would like 
to extend our appreciation to the Pennsylvania State Association of Township Sl~pervisors (PSATS). PSATS 
sub~nitted infortnation that suggesled an inilldl start-up cost of $1,600, annual maintenance cost of $1,600, and a fee 
to members on a pet- adve~tisement basis of $5 per 37 characters. 



post legal notices on websites rathcr than in newspapers. It is interesting 
to note that this figure is significantly largel- than New Jersey's ($6-8 
million) and Kansas' ($1.5 million) estimates of cost savings. Besides 
me~bodological diffel-ences, other possible explanations are the differences 
in numbers of local governmental entities and the advertising requirements 
among the states. 

After review of the data and the corresponding analysis of the results, it 
woulcl seem that the various governmental entities in Pennsylvania would 
benefit if the Pennsylvania legislatus-e were. to amend Title 45 (Legal 
Notices) of the Pennsylvania Consolidated Statutes to allow legal 
advertisements to be posted online and repeal the requirement to post in 
newspapers. The cost savings potential is substantial, even after 
accounting for website consh-uction and maintenance costs. One could 
safely conclude that there would be potential for significant cost savings if 
such an option were provided. 

There are va~ious ways to structure such legislation; further research 
should be conducted to investigate the pros and cons of the many 
variations devised by other states. For example, will local governmental 
entities rely on individual websites, statewide association websites, a state 
website, or some combination of these options? Individual websites will 
probably be the most expensive alternative, depending on the fee that 
statewide associations would charge local governmental entities for such 
services. Perhaps the idea of a state-provided website should be 
considered particularly for smaller entities without the financial means to 
construct their own websites. Legal advertising monies that are currently 
being spent by local entities could instead be channeled to the state 
department in charge of maintaining the website. 

Will wcb publications bc required or opiional? If local governmental 
entities are required lo post legal advertisements on their own websites, 
thei-e may be a considerable amount of backlash fro111 those that do not 
currently have a website and that typically spend a rather small amount of 
money on newspaper notices. Talte, for example, a small township in 
Tioga County that reportedly spent only $135.55 on legal advertisements 
in the past t h e e  years. If this option were chosen, the data suggests they 
would be forced to spend over $1,400 to constiuct a website and over 
$500 each year to maintain it. Clearly, the potential cost benefits of this 
alternalive are not equally distributed among local gavel-nment entities. 
Could there he a shortened version of an ad published in a newspaper 
directing readers to a website with a complete version? This may make 
the plan more feasible politically, but it will also reduce the amount of 
potential costs savings as estimated in this report. Local entities would 
still be required to purchase space in newspapers, albeit much less than 
that c~~inently mandated. 



Regardless of if and how the legislation would be drafted, it is clear that 
Pennsylvania has an opportunity to realize significant cost savings by 
allowing agencies to advertise on websites rather than in the printed 
media. Although the data suggests that there may be a cost savings of 
over $23 million per year, it is in~portant to keep in mind the li~nitations of 
this figure. Estimates based on survey data inevitably contain some 
margin of en-or; this case is no exception. Tt is possible that a thorough 
reanalysis, conducted after the first one or two years of imnpletnentation, 
will show a cost savings ligul-e solnewhat different from the one provided 
here. It might be Inore or less, depending on which of the above 
altenlatives are adopted. 
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